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Food Preservation 
Basics

Food Preservation 
Basics

Filled with answers to the many questions 
surrounding food preservation, this chapter will give 

you an overview of canning and preserving basics 
including dehydration and dry food storage. Round 

out your kitchen pantry utilizing the many advantages 
found in learning the basics.
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Food Preservation Basics
I am so excited to share with you my love and passion for home canning and 
food preservation – and of course cooking! This chapter will break down the 
basics of how we are able to safely do what we do in our home kitchens, the 
three main reasons we have the ability to preserve food long-term and various 
techniques to give you great success when home canning and preserving.

Canning 101 
Home canning is such an amazing craft – a lost art that I am having a blast 
bringing back. There are many misnomers out there scaring people into 
thinking canning isn’t safe. My role is to take the fear out of home canning, 
teach safe canning practices and create useful recipes families may enjoy 
making and eating, for years to come!

To start – the best advice I can give to you is, “If you won’t eat it, don’t can it!”  

When my son was a toddler, I got all excited when I found a creative way to 
flavor applesauce with fresh blueberries. After all, he loved blueberries and 
loved apples, so putting them together would be even better, right? Looking 
back, what I should have done was create a small batch FIRST and had him taste 
it to ensure he liked it. But no, not me. I was all gung-ho and made 22 pints of 
Blueberry Applesauce (recipe on page 102). I was so proud and excited to open 
my first jar for him – to incorporate this homemade delight during lunch. Yeah, 
my beautiful son, Caleb, did not see it that way. 

Caleb. Was. Mortified. The horror of two foods being mixed together darn near 
brought on a meltdown. “Apple swace is not boo, momma” all the while his facial 
expression were as if I tried feeding him poison. I should have known better. 
This is the same toddler who detested the mere notion of foods touching each 
other on his plate. After much coaxing Caleb finally tried a bite…which ended 
up spat-out back onto the plate. Now, what in the world do I do with 22 pints of 
blueberry flavored applesauce? 

Good news is, through life experience and countless canning endeavors, I  
created fun recipes so you may utilize your home canned goods to their fullest. 
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However, if you or your family cannot stand eating peas, no matter how good 
the sale is, or despite your excitement to pop everything-under-the-sun into a jar 
(yes, this will happen), resist the urge to can something you know will not get 
eaten in your home. If you won’t eat it, don’t can it. P.S. – we eventually ate the 
blueberry applesauce…because I made muffins…lots of muffins.

A Little History 
Many may not know this, but canning as a way of food preservation dates back 
to the Napoleon War era starting in 1803. In a nutshell, Napoleon was losing the 
war on the front line because his men were without food – without food his men 
couldn’t sustain. “An army travels on its stomach,” Napoleon famously said. 
By the time fresh foods would make it to the front, they would be rotten and 
inedible leaving his men to pillage or purchase whatever the native country 
offered as a food source. 

Napoleon put it to his people, through the Society for the Encouragement of 
Industry, whomever could find a way to preserve large quantities of foods to 
sustain their soldiers, this person would receive a 12,000 franc reward. Nicholas 
Appert collected the prize, already knowing that food cooked within a glass jar 
would not spoil unless exposed to oxygen, hence the need for a good sealing 
lid. He developed this method of jar sealing not realizing just how necessary it 
would become. 

Fast forward about 50 years and Louis Pasteur discovered how time, 
temperature and acidic value played a vital role is protecting us from harmful 
microbes by outlining how to properly process foods. Today, we have a 
standardized method of safe canning practices of which water bathing and 
pressure canning play a vital role in giving our households a sustainable food 
source.

Three Key Players
Throughout my years of teaching canning classes, I begin every class with 
the basics. Whether you are a veteran canner or a beginner, I make it my job 
to teach everyone the reasons why we are able to do what we do in our home 
kitchens. At the forefront are Time, Temperature and Acidic Value. 

Let’s break it down…
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Acidic Value
Food naturally has a pH value. Sometimes that value registers little to no acid; 
other times it can be highly acidic. On the pH scale, numbers demonstrate the 
acidic value – the higher the number on the scale, the lower the acidic value 
whereas the lower the number, the higher the acidic value. For those of you who 
maintain pools or hot tubs, it is the same pH scale of acid and alkalinity. 

When it comes to the acidic value of food, please do not confuse pH acidic 
value with flavor. Let me ask you, what do you think has more acidity; a sweet 
strawberry or a hot habanero pepper? The answer: a strawberry (3.5 pH) has a 
higher acidic pH value than a hot habanero pepper (5.8 pH). Spicy or hot tasting 
foods do not mean a higher acidic value on the pH scale. 

The reason we must understand a food's acidic value is without the presence 
of acid, harmful bacteria will grow. Such bacteria will continue to grow in an 
anaerobic environment, which means a sealed jar in absence of free oxygen. 
Botulism, a well-known bacteria in canning, can only grow in an anaerobic 
environment. But did you know potatoes naturally have botulism bacteria on 
their skin because they grow underground without the presence of free oxygen? 
Canning doesn’t produce botulism. Botulism naturally exists throughout 
the earth. However, educated canners know how to prevent botulism from 
inhabiting their food in jars because they understand time, temperature and 
acidic value and follow tried-and-true recipes.

Another major factor with respect to acidic pH value is to consider the sum of 
all foods in one recipe, not just the main ingredient. Take, for instance, salsa. 
Although the main ingredient is tomatoes, which have, on average, a mid-grade 
level of pH acidity, it is the sum of all ingredients that count most in home 
canning. Once you start adding onions, jalapenos, cilantro, corn and black beans, 
you now have diluted, or neutralized, the salsa’s overall acidic value. So what do 
you do when a recipe is lacking acidity? You add acid. 

Acid can be in the form of lemon juice, lime juice, vinegar and often wine.  
When shopping for these products, the key is to ensure the label clearly states 
a minimum of 5% acidity to be considered safe for home canning. If it is not 5% 
acidity or higher, do not use it for home canning. Save diluted vinegars for fresh 
recipes, vinaigrettes or cleaning, and drink the wine…or cook with it!
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Time & Temperature
Time and temperature refer to the second stage of canning, which is called 
processing. The recipe’s overall acidic value dictates the proper processing 
method. There are two processing methods, water bathing and pressure 
canning. Each method is defined by its temperature output. Water bathing 
temperature is 212°F while pressure canning is upwards of 250°F. The length 
of time in which foods process is dictated by the foods acidic value and the 
temperature required to process. 

In my water bath recipes throughout Canning Full Circle, you will note not to 
start the timer until the water is at a full rolling boil. A full rolling boil is the 
only way to visually ensure the water temperature is at 212°F, the required 
temperature to kill bacteria in acidic foods. An overall recipe with a high acid 
content of 4.6 pH or less can be safely water bathed because the temperature in 
combination with the bacteria killing acid are sufficient for long-term storage. 

Foods such as root crops and meat do not have a high acid content, 4.6 pH or 
higher, so we must rely on time and temperature to safely kill harmful bacteria 
during processing. Bacteria, yeast and mold grow fastest between temperatures 
of 40°F and 140°F. When canning low acidic foods, the temperature required to 
kill harmful bacteria, yeast and mold is 240°F to 250°F. Such high temperatures 
can only be achieved when using a pressure canner, not a water bather. Pressure 
canning is the only method of processing that gets food hot enough for long 
enough, making them safe for long-term storage.

So how will you know which method to use? A tried-and-true recipe will always 
have the method and the length of time required for processing. If the recipe 
does not give you this information, get a different recipe from a reliable source. 
Each of my recipes have been tested in triplicate using a commercial food grade 
pH tester, stored, then retested to ensure the pH did not deviate. This method 
of testing is especially important when canning tomatoes and foods that hover 
around the 4.6 pH mark. For this reason I have often changed the method of 
processing or added additional acid to the recipe to ensure its safety. A prime 
example of this is my Basil Diced Tomatoes recipe on page 89. Because it 
hovered too closely to 4.7pH, it was safest to quickly pressure can this recipe 
rather than water bath.
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Safe Processing Methods
Depending on the elevation, or altitude, of where you live, the rate in which you 
achieve true temperature when cooking or baking may differ. If you live above 
1,000 feet elevation the atmospheric pressure is reduced, causing water to boil 
at temperatures lower than 212°F. When water bathing, you must increase the 
processing time to compensate for this difference, and when pressure canning, 
you must increase the pounds of pressure. Here are two simple charts to help 
you when processing your recipes in higher elevations.

Every canning recipe in Canning Full Circle is based on an altitude of less than 
1,000 feet, so be sure to adjust according to your elevation.

Water Bathing
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Water Bathing
Water bathing is the most popular form of processing for many canners. 
Because the foods processed in a hot water bath are high in acid, such as jams, 
salsa and pickles, we can rely on the temperature of boiling water. To safely 
process our recipes, the 212°F water temperature must penetrate the contents 
of each jar, making it imperative each jar is adequately covered with water. The 
key is to make sure every jar is covered with at least one inch of water before 
processing. If processing jars for more than 15 minutes, cover jars with 2 inches 
of water. 



21

Chapter One Food Preservation Basics

Pressure Canning

If after processing, any of the jars are exposed to the air (not covered by water), 
it is likely harmful bacteria will grow in the portion of the exposed food. To 
remedy this, recover jars with 2 inches of hot water and pre-process for the 
recipe's specified period of time.

Weighted Gauge Canner (PSI)

Dial Gauge Canner (PSI)
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Every canning recipe in Canning Full Circle is based on an altitude of less than 
1,000 feet, so be sure to adjust according to your elevation.
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Pressure Canning
Pressure canning opens the doors to having so many wonderful foods, meals 
and meats sitting on your pantry shelf! I honestly do not know what I would 
do without home canned chicken or spaghetti sauce in my pantry. Pressure 
canning ready-made meals in a jar is not only a time-saver but a much healthier 
alternative to fast food.

We now know that adding acid to low-acid foods will assist in killing harmful 
bacteria, but what if adding acid isn’t an option because it will ruin the taste of 
the recipe? I really have no desire to pickle my chicken. To make low acidic foods 
safe for long-term storage we must rely solely on time and temperature to kill 
harmful bacteria. In this case, we must exceed boiling water temperatures. 

A pressure canner can get upwards of 250°F which is a high temperature attained 
by air pressure. Unlike water bathing, we are not relying on the temperature 
of the water to preserve our food 
in jars, we are relying on the 
temperature of the air inside the 
pressure canner. Without the ability 
to get upwards of 250°F we would 
not be able to safely preserve 
soups, stews, chili, meats and many 
delicious vegetables. 

So why can’t I just water bath 
chicken for an extra-long time to 
avoid purchasing a pressure canner? 

I often get this question in my canning classes and lectures. Although I see where 
your logic is headed, the answer is no, and here is why.

It would take hours to water bath chicken, which may sound feasible until you 
factor in maintaining a consistent 212°F temperature and factor in evaporation. 
How will you safely be able to keep the water at a full rolling boil and the jars 
completely covered with water for hours? Virtually impossible.

Further, there is not a published recipe giving an exact time required to process 
meat at 212°F, and we all know guessing is extremely unsafe in home canning. 
Lastly, why risk your health when pressure canners are so readily available for 
purchase? Is cost preventing you from pressure canning? Keep an eye out at es-
tate sales and thrift stores. A good, used pressure canner with replaceable seals 
and valves is a great find at a fraction of cost! 
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Tip!

Filling & Sealing Jars
There are several key terms often found in canning recipes. Understanding 
them and properly utilizing their instruction will often be the determining 
factor as to whether your lids seal or fail. Useful tools such as a headspace 
measurer and natural bacteria-fighting vinegar are simple, cost-effective ways 
to substantially decrease lid failures. Properly packing your jars is another key 
to maximizing yield and utilizing as much jar space as possible.
  
Raw-Packing Method
This method is most suitable for vegetables and root crops as well as pickling. 
Raw-packing is the practice of filling jars tightly with fresh, uncooked food. 
Hence the term, “raw.” When using this method it is common to see foods, 
especially fruit, floating in the jars. The reason foods may float is due to oxygen 
becoming trapped within the food. Food exposed to oxygen within a sealed jar 
may oxidize, which means the food may discolor within 3-6 months of storage. 
It is edible, just discolored. This typically happens to the foods not covered by 
liquids at the very top of the jar and can happen more often in raw packed jars.

Hot-Packing Method

Hot-packing is the practice of heating freshly prepared food to boiling, 
simmering for 2 to 5 minutes, then filling jars with the boiled food. Hot-
packing is the best way to remove air trapped within food and is the preferred 
packing method for foods processed in a water bather. Removing trapped air, 
or pre-shrinking, allows us to better maximize the jar space. Additionally, 
bringing foods to a boil before packing allows a better flavor transfer, blending 
ingredients so the overall recipe tastes as it should.

Keep your jars looking pristine after processing. Whether water bathing or 
pressure canning, be sure to add at least one ounce of vinegar to the water. This 
will keep your jars from being covered in mineral residue found in your water.
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Understanding Headspace
The key to lid sealing starts with a clean jar surface and properly measured 
headspace. Throughout Canning Full Circle, you will see my recipes require you 
to dip a warm washcloth in vinegar and thoroughly wipe the jar rim. Doing so 
cuts through grease, sugar, brine and removes all food particles atop the jar rim 
and screw bands, which would otherwise prevent a good seal. Vinegar naturally 
kills bacteria, so you are giving your jar rim a last line of defense against 
anything harmful.

It is crucial to proper processing and lid sealing to understand and follow 
headspace instructions. Headspace is defined as the unfilled space above  
the food inside a jar and below its lid. Typically in home canning, recipes will 
specify leaving ¼" headspace for jams and jellies, ½" headspace for fruits, salsa, 
chutney and tomatoes, and from 1" to 1 ¼" in low acidic foods processed in a 
pressure canner. 

This space is needed for the expansion of food while processing and for forming 
vacuums in cooled jars. The extent of expansion is determined by the air 
content in the food and by the processing temperature. Air expands greatly 
when heated to high temperatures; the higher the temperature, the greater 
the expansion, therefore greater the headspace. For best results, follow the 
headspace listed in the recipe.

Over- or under-filling jars also prevents a good lid seal, which is why following 
proper headspace is crucial to the lid sealing. One of my best examples of this 
was teaching a canning class where the focal point was pie filling. The class was 
instructed to work quickly when stirring the pie filling awaiting for it to thicken 
prior to filling the jars. When bringing the pie filling to a boil, if left unattended, 
will boil over like an erupting volcano. If the viscosity of the filling acts like this 
in a stockpot, imagine what it will do in a jar during a hot water bath. To avoid 
the pie filling from flowing out of the jars during processing, adhering to a 1 ¼", 
also known as a “generous headspace,” will give the pie filling room to expand 
keeping its contents in the jar. 

If you eyeball the headspace and fill it too close to the jar rim, boiling over out 
into the water bath will cause you to not only lose precious filling, it will spill 
onto your clean jar rim preventing the lid from sealing.

So how do you measure headspace? At the base of the headspace measuring 
tool are three notched groves resembling a staircase. Above each notch are 
embossed measurements from ¼" to 1". 
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Set the notch measurement specified in your recipe onto the jar rim and hold 
upright with the tip of the tool placed into the jar. Fill your jar until the food touches 
the tip of the headspace measuring tool. Be sure the tip is not submerged in food – 
the tip should just touch the food. If your jar is overfilled, simply use a teaspoon and 
remove liquid or food pieces as necessary to measure the proper headspace. Once 
the air bubbles are removed and the headspace is properly measured, you may 
clean your jar rim in preparation for adhering the lids and rings.

“Remove air bubbles and adjust headspace as necessary.”  Throughout Canning 
Full Circle you will see this instruction. Removing trapped air is a crucial step in 
properly packing jars. Headspace measuring tools double as air bubble remover 
tools. If you do not own one, you may use a chopstick or the handle on a wooden 
spoon. The key to remove trapped air pockets is using your tool around the inside 
wall of the jar as well as the center, being sure to tamp down foods to release 
trapped air. If the recipe has a high liquid content, I will often tamp the jar gently 
on a cutting board to agitate its contents helping to release trapped air. When 
canning foods such as raw chicken, it is essential to lift, move and tamp the meat 
pieces ensuring air pockets cannot form. 

Canning with Sugar & Salt
There are so many misnomers out there regarding what is required to home can 
and what truly does the preserving. Often times I hear it is the salt which does the 
preserving. For this reason, many refrain from home canning because they heard 
recipes require more salt than their diet allows. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. Honestly, controlling what foods go into the jar, including salt, is what makes 
home canning such a healthy alternative to store bought canned goods.

With the exception of creating brine for pickling recipes, salt is merely for flavor. 
As described earlier, it is the acidic value of the foods and the processing method 
that preserves. Take for instance home canned green beans in water. Often recipes 
state salt in the list of ingredients. Moreover, they state you should include ¼ 
teaspoon of salt per jar. Anyone with a low-sodium diet knows doing so would be 
counterproductive, however, many cookbooks fail to tell you salt is optional. Stay 
healthy knowing salt with the exception of pickling is optional.
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This is similar for sugar. A misnomer I often I hear is it’s the sugar in jam 
that preserves the berries or fruit. Well, we now know that isn’t the case. 
What we do know is a plethora of sugar will help with the gelling abilities 
when exposed to heat, yet many of us cannot ingest 7 cups of sugar for every 
batch of strawberry jam. 

Using Canning Gel to decrease the amount of sugar in jam will increase the 
berry flavor, lesson the sugar content and increase its thickening ability. It 
is the only thickening agent approved for home canning as it will not impede 
heat penetration and retains its viscosity when exposed to high temperatures 
and acidic foods. 

Another beneficial ingredient approved for home canning is Splenda® or 
low-glycemic Agave sweetener. Keep in mind, when substituting sugar with 
Splenda® the recipe will have less liquidity whereas adding Agave, the 
recipe will have more liquidity. Also, both of these options are much sweeter 
in flavor than traditional sugar.
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Thickening Agents
Many canning recipes require a form of thickener whether it is a store-
bought powdered pectin, a food starch like Canning Gel or finely chopped 
apples often used to thicken recipes like chutney.  

Pectin, although for the most part derived from natural ingredients such 
as apple pulp, has limited abilities once exposed to high temperatures for 
long periods of time. This is often the biggest frustration for first time jam 
makers. Either their jam never thickens and winds up being used as an ice 
cream topping or their jam gets scorched from prolonged heat exposure and 
lack of stirring, which renders the jam useless and inedible. 

Another form of pectin is liquid pectin. This clear gel-like pectin is essential 
when making jelly as the finished product should be translucent in nature. 
What I have often found when making jelly is the need to double the amount 
of liquid pectin. Further, the key is timing its insertion perfectly in order for 
the jelly to set and thicken properly. 
  
Over the years I have perfected what works best with each type of recipe. 
For instance, the only thickener for pie filling is Canning Gel. Canning Gel 
is derived from non-GMO corn making it naturally gluten-free. It is corn 
starch mechanically processed down to a fine powder making it perfect 
for home canning as it can withstand highly acidic foods and extreme 
temperatures as well as reheating. Without a food starch such as this you 
will never achieve gorgeous, gooey pie filling.

Traditional corn starch off the store 
shelf is not approved for home canning 
and if used, produces nasty, cement-
like looking clumps in home canned 
goods. Since pectin cannot withstand 
the prolonged high temperatures it 
breaks down, causing pie filling to be 
runny. There will always be a need in my 
kitchen for liquid pectin; I have simply 
learned to add more than the recipe calls 
for to ensure a good gel.
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    Water bath & pressure canner
 There will always be two processing methods to can a variety of foods
 Some pressure canners can double as a water bather by removing the   
 rubber lid gasket
    Headspace measuring tool
 Ensure proper headspace in jars for a good seal
 Doubles as an air bubble remover
    Jar funnel
 Save additional work scrubbing jar rims by getting the food in the jar the  
 first time
 Waste less, can more – maximize jar space
    Magnetic lid grabber
 Get in and out of boiling   
 water safely capturing one   
 lid at a time
 Avoid touching the underside  
 of the lid, keeping it free   
 from bacteria

When it comes to thickening recipes in home canning and cooking, I tend to lean 
toward Canning Gel. I no longer need to purchase powdered pectin, I can reduce 
the sugar content in my jams, make luscious pie fillings and can thicken pressure 
canned recipes such as soups, stews, meats and gravies. The best part, I replaced 
traditional corn starch in my pantry with Canning Gel, since I can use it in 
everyday cooking, not just canning. 

Canning Utensils
We have come so far in technology from when I was a kid it just amazes me! 
Even something as simple and inexpensive as a magnetic lid grabber makes 
adding a lid to a jar so much safer. It was always a struggle fighting to get 
a sterilized lid out of boiling water with only a set of tongs and a pot holder. 
Remember the days when all we had was a set of tongs to safely empty a 
sterilized jar full of boiling water while praying it didn’t run down our arm? 
Well thankfully, we’ve come a long way, baby.

Now while we have made advancements in canning utensils, there are also many 
useless gadgets on the market. I am sure you’ve seen them – they look awesome 
on the infomercial but stay tucked in the back of the utensil drawer for decades. 
We’ve all been there. Canning and food preservation is about practicality, so here 
is a quick list of practical canning essentials that work efficiently and safely: 
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     Racks
 Both water bathers and pressure canners require a rack to elevate jars   
 off the heat source
 A second rack in your tall pressure canner allows you to double stack   
 jars doubling your yield
    Waterproof, heat resistant canning mitts
 Dish towels and pot holders conduct heat when wet, having a waterproof   
 mitt keeps you safe 
 Maintain dexterity when handling boiling-hot, wet jars
    Large slotted spoon
 While many jars can be filled with a ladle, balancing out the ratio of   
 liquids to solids in each jar is essential to best maximize jar space
    Dishtowels and cutting boards
 Keep hot jars off cold surfaces to avoid fracturing the glass 
 Dishtowels soak up water and the cutting boards elevate the jars off   
 countertops
    Clean, terrycloth washcloths
 Reserve a separate washcloth solely for wiping jar rims and screw bands
 Wiping jar rims with a washcloth dipped in vinegar will remove food   
 debris, kill bacteria and decrease lid failures

These are just a few of the essentials required however there is nothing wrong 
with expanding upon this list. I love wearing an apron but wouldn’t consider it 
essential. When it comes to safety, I have learned the hard way to protect my 
hands and face at all costs. For that reason, waterproof heat-resistant canning 
mitts have become an essential in my canning arsenal.
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Long-term Storage 
Once your lids have sealed, about 12 hours after removing them from 
processing, remove the ring and hand wash each jar with soapy water. Dry each 
jar well and label. I am often asked if the jars should be stored with their rings 
on. I do believe it is a personal preference, but here is why I store my jars with 
the rings off.

One winter when my son was 12 years old, I sent him downstairs to our pantry 
to get two quarts of home canned Chili con Carne (recipe on page 211). As 
he approached the top of the stairs, one of the lids literally fell to the floor. 
Obviously this lid came unsealed during storage, which sometimes, but rarely 
happens. We were able to identify this immediately because the jar was stored 
with the ring off. The ring was not there to prevent a false impression of a 
sealed lid. Let’s play this scenario out differently…

Let’s say I chose to store my home canned goods with the rings on every jar and 
the lid on that jar of chili became unsealed. My son, being the awesome kid he 
is, goes downstairs to grab two quarts of chili con carne. Arriving at the top of 
the stairs it goes unnoticed by him that the lid became unsealed because as far 
as he can tell it “looks fine.” He then takes the initiative to open each jar of chili 
for me, graciously dumping its contents into the pot to be heated through…and 
the harmful exposed food goes undetected. 

As rare as it might be, I would much rather have my lid come flying off in 
transit from the basement to the kitchen, or even on the pantry shelf, than it 
go undetected. So for me in my home, we store with the rings off. Although 
that was a dramatic scenario, it happened before my own eyes and reassured 
me of my decision to store with rings off. A less dramatic reason I store with 
rings off is due to rust. Temperature and humidity fluctuations cause moisture 
and condensation. Over time, storing with the rings on makes it a blood vessel-
popping experience to untwist the ring from the jar and it leaves behind a gross 
rusty residue on the jar lid and screw bands.

When storing your home canned goods, be sure to store in temperatures 
between 50°F and 70°F and in an area with limited moisture and sunlight.  
I will often keep the bulk of my canned goods in my basement and bring one of 
each up to my kitchen cupboards. Keep in mind, storing these soon-to-use jars 
in the kitchen is just fine as long as you do not place them in the cupboard above 
your refrigerator or your stove. 

The heat generated from appliances will cause the storage temperature in the 
cupboard to increase and may also cause condensation in air conditioned rooms. 
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There are many other places to store home canned goods than in a pantry or 
kitchen cupboard, especially if space is limited. Try creative areas such as under 
your bed, in linen closets and in the basement, so long as your home temperature 
is within the above mentioned range and the area in your home is free from 
excessive humidity.

Labeling your home canned goods is also essential to eating the most nutritious 
foods during their prime. When labeling jars for storage include the name of the 
recipe and the month and year it was processed. Including the month and year on 
each label is crucial to proper food rotation. 

There are two ways to remember how to properly rotate your stored foods: First 
in, last out. Last in, first out. Foods processed and stored within their first year are 
at their optimal nutritional value. Within the second year that decreases to roughly 
60% and in year three it decreases to 50% or less depending on the food. However, 
fermented and pickled goods increase in nutritional value when stored properly as 
they contain probiotics. In a nutshell, eat the older foods first.

Dehydration
In Canning Full Circle, we will focus on dehydrating herbs to use in your everyday 
cooking and canning. And for me, it starts with my garden planning. 

I am a huge believer in companion planting to keep pests away. Herbs make 
excellent companion plants throughout the garden because their aroma deters 
pests from invading your precious crops. For instance, planting mint, although 
invasive, will repel aphids, mosquitoes and ants all the while attracting beneficial 
bees. Planting dill and cilantro will discourage spider mites. The best part, you now 
have delicious fresh herbs to use when canning, 
cooking and dehydrating for long-term storage. 

Dehydrating is essentially the drying of foods 
using air current and heat. Home dehydrating 
foods allows you to dry foods without additives 
found in many commercially dried goods. The key 
is removing enough moisture from the foods to 
prevent spoiling during storage. For this reason it 
is better to over-dry versus under-dry.
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Dehydrated Herbs

Ginger Root
Peel ginger and cut crosswise into thin slices 
no more than 1/8” thick using a paring knife or 
course peeler. Place on mesh drying tray. Dry 
at 130°F for 4 to 4 ½ hours. Store strips intact 
in a mason jar free from sunlight. Grind into a 
powder or chop fine before use.

Chives
Remove any tough ends. Place on mesh drying tray. Dry at 130°F for 6 hours. 
Chives will be very brittle and should break easily when bent. Store in a mason 
jar free from direct sunlight. Crumble into recipes.

Mint
Remove leaves from stem. Small leaf clusters can be left intact. Place on mesh 
drying tray with the thickest part of the leaf facing the airflow. Dry at 110°F for 
upwards of 15 hours. During drying, bring bottom tray up to the top, rotating 
each tray so it can have an hour or two nearest the heat source and airflow. Store 
in a stainless steel, airtight container. Keep leaves whole during storage. Steep  
a dreamy cup of tea with mint leaves or crumble into recipes.

Bay Leaves
Remove leaves from stems and branches. Place on mesh drying tray with the 
thickest part of the leaf facing the airflow. Dry at 110°F for upwards of 8 hours. 
During drying, bring bottom tray up to the top, rotating each tray so it can have 
an hour or two nearest the heat source and airflow. Store whole leaves in a mason 
jar free from direct sunlight. Use whole leaves in soups and pickling recipes. 

Basil
Remove leaves from stem. Small leaf clusters can be left intact. Place on mesh 
drying tray with the thickest part of the leaf facing the airflow. Dry at 110°F for 
upwards of 20 hours. During drying, bring bottom tray up to the top, rotating 
each tray so it can have an hour or two nearest the heat source and airflow. Store 
whole leaves in a mason jar free from direct sunlight. Use whole or crumble into 
recipes. 
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Parsley
Pinch leaf stems with tree segments off the sprigs. Remove any course stems. 
Place on a mesh drying tray. Dry at 110°F for 8 hours. Leaves should be brittle and 
stems should break when bent. Store leaf segments whole in a mason jar free from 
direct sunlight. Crumble or use whole in any recipe or as garnishment.

Cilantro
Remove leaves from stems. Place on a mesh drying tray. Dry at 110°F for 8 to 10 
hours. Leaves should be brittle. Store leaves whole in a mason jar free from direct 
sunlight. Crumble into any recipe.

Sage
Remove leaves from stem. Small leaf clusters can be left 
intact. Place on mesh drying tray with the thickest part of 
the leaf facing the airflow. Dry at 110°F for 14 hours. During 
drying, bring bottom tray up to the top, rotating each tray so 
it can have an hour or two nearest the heat source and airflow. 
Store whole leaves in a mason jar free from direct sunlight. 
Use whole or crumble into recipes. 

Rosemary
Do not remove the leaves from the stems. Cut stems off prior to the thick, woody 
area. Place on mesh drying trays. Dry at 110°F for 12 to 14 hours. During drying, 
bring bottom tray up to the top, rotating each tray so it can have an hour or two 
nearest the heat source and airflow. Strip the leaves from the stem and store leaves 
in a mason jar free from direct sunlight. Use whole or chop fine before use.

Thyme
Do not remove the leaves from the stems. Cut stems off prior to the thick, woody 
area. Place on mesh drying trays. Dry at 110°F for 12 to 14 hours. During drying, 
bring bottom tray up to the top, rotating each tray so it can have an hour or two 
nearest the heat source and airflow. Strip the leaves from the stem and store leaves 
in a mason jar free from direct sunlight. Use whole or chop fine before use.

Ramp Leaves
After removing bulbs, keep ramp leaves whole. Place on mesh drying try with 
thickest part of the stem facing the air current. Dry at 110°F for 8 hours. Leaves 
should be brittle and stems should break when bent. Store leaves whole in a quart 
mason jar free from direct sunlight. Crumble into any recipe where onion or garlic 
flavor is welcome. Makes excellent garnishment in place of chives.
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Dry food storage
As with any long-term storage plan, keeping your dried goods stored in a dark 
room without humidity and in temperatures 50°F to 70°F is critical to extending 
their shelf-life. Mason jars make perfect storage containers for dehydrated herbs 
and air-tight containers are perfect for dried pantry goods like flour. Neither are 
fool proof. Here are some tips when storing dried goods for the long haul:

 Store dried goods at least 6 inches off the floor and at least a foot away   
 from any exterior walls – especially if stored in a basement. Temperature  
 and moisture fluctuations are more prevalent when coming in contact   
 with a bare floor and exterior walls. Shelves are a huge asset    
 to prevent such contact.

 When storing flour, add 3 large bay leaves to control moths, weevils,   
 cockroaches, ants and flies. Dehydrating bay leaves and inserting them   
 in dried goods as well as inside your pantry and cupboard shelves is an   
 excellent way to control unwanted pests. 

 When storing sugar, add 4 to 6 soda crackers to absorb moisture.

 Food grade, BPA-free plastic 5-gallon buckets with an air tight locking   
 lids are perfect when storing bulk dried beans, rice, flour, powdered   
 milk, salt and sugar. 

 Oxygen and moisture absorbers (desiccants) are perfect inside glass,   
 plastic containers and plastic zip seal bags. Four 100cc oxygen absorbers  
 per 1-gallon. Seven or eight 300cc absorbers per 5-gallons. Oxygen   
 absorbers are also sold in 2,000cc and  
 I will often use one per 5-gallon bucket  
 with locking lid. I would suggest two  
 2,000cc absorbers if your lid does not 
 have a locking mechanism. 

Label everything! Use a black permanent 
marker where you are able, otherwise 
make an investment in a label maker. 
This is very important when storing 
similar-looking goods such as salt,   
sugar, flour and powdered milk. 
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Storing root crops in the winter months
Not everything winds up in a jar in my home. I know it’s hard to believe with 
a title like, The Canning Diva®, but there are many foods I do eat fresh daily. 
Root crops from my garden fall into this category. My family and I enjoy eating 
fresh root vegetables and squash all winter long thanks to proper dry storage 
methods. Here are some tips for storing root crops during the winter months:

 Do not harvest in the rain or on a humid day. The air should be dry for 
 a couple days prior to harvest. 

 Do not wash in water, simply brush away as much dirt and debris as  
 possible and cut the tops off close. The exception is beets – cut the stem  
 about 2 inches from the beet.

 Leave your root crops and onions out to dry in the sun light for a full day  
 allowing the exterior skin to thicken and dry out.

 The ideal storage conditions are a temperature range between 33°F  
 and 40°F, humid and no sunlight. This is easily accomplished in homes  
 with basements or in underground storage areas.

 A large wooden box, plastic tote or thick cardboard box is ample space  
 for storing root crops. 

 Insulation is crucial to prolonging the life of your root crops. The ideal  
 insulation is peat moss as it self-regulates humidity levels. Saw dust and  
 new, clean play-sand are good options if peat moss is not available.  
 Although I have used unprinted newspaper strips I have found they hold  
 moisture almost too well causing the food to rot sooner.

 Line the box or tote with two inches of insulation and arrange your root  
 crops in the center. They are permitted to touch each other some but  
 not the sides of the box or tote. Be sure there is ample room for   
 air circulation. Cover root crops with a ½" of insulation and repeat  
 until the storage container is full. The top layer of insulation should be  
 about 3" thick. On average a root crop will store well in these conditions  
 for up to 4 months.
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